Social Causes of Russian Students’ Motivation to Study Abroad  by Bokareva, Mariia
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  127 ( 2014 )  124 – 128 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877-0428 © 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license. 




Social causes of Russian students’ motivation to study abroad 
Mariia Bokareva* 
National Research University – Higher School of Economic, 20 Myasnitskaya str., Moscow, 101000, Russia 
Abstract 
This article represents the results of empirical research of Russian students’ motivation to study abroad. There were identified 
motives which motivate Russian students to get education abroad the most. Also, the correlation between type of motivation and 
motives has been studied. Aiming to study motivation to get education abroad, 149 students of different educational backgrounds
and from different parts of Russia were asked. 
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1. Introduction 
Nowadays, there is a problem of mass student migration from Russia to other countries. As for highly educated 
and skilled people - economically important resources in any area, motivation to study abroad is the main point of 
this research.  
Studying overseas means emigration from home country, it could be temporary or permanent emigration in the 
country of studying or further emigration to the third country. In this case student migration is a particular case of 
ethnic migration. In wide meaning, migration is one of the most characteristic of the world’s development. 
 The problem point oh this study is that according to OECD data, nowadays about 70 000 students leaves Russian 
Federation each year (OECD, 2011-2012) and Russia meets the problem of ‘brain drain’. That’s why it is necessary 
to understand causes of this migration. 
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In this research the correlation between types of motivation and motives as social causes is studied. Social causes, 
educed  in  other  studies  in  fact  –  motives  to  study  abroad.  In  this  research  most  frequent  motives  are  used  
generalized. There were mentioned economical (Bartel, 1979; Hunt, Kau,1985; Krieg, 1991; Schlottmann, 1982; 
Winter-Ebmer, 1990; Giltz, 2011), political (Dreher, Poutvaara, 2011; Lanzendorf, 2002, 2006), social (Lanzendorf, 
2006; Maiworm, 2002; de Wit, 2002; Giltz, 2011) motives to study abroad in previous studies. 
According to economical point of view on student migration, getting study abroad is a favorable process for both 
countries – intellectual exchange between them (Kelo, Teichler, Waechter, 2006), it’s a contribution in human 
capital (Bartel, 1979; Hunt & Kau, 1985; Schlottman & Herzog, 1982). 
In the frames of ‘push-pull’ theory, which says that there are negative factors in home country (‘push’ factors) 
and attractive factors in host country (‘pull’ factors). In ‘pull’ factors Altbach indicated: financial support, research 
opportunities, political situation, etc. (Altbach, 1998). Also 4 main ‘pull’ factors were found by Mazzarol and Soutar 
(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001) and proven by other studies (Fan- sing Hung, 2010): student’s perception foreign courses 
better than local ones; student’s opportunity to enter to particular program; student’s desire to improve their 
understanding of foreign societies; student’s intention to migrate after graduation. 
If we take a look on developed countries, USA students are primary motivated by cultural reasons. Three reasons 
are indicated (Van Der Meid, 2003): to travel the world; to know more about other countries; to improve language 
knowledge. 
According to previous studies, students who are going to study abroad believe that it would add them a value as 
professionals (Zweig, Chen & Rosen, 2004), they expect the foreign education would open to them huge career 
opportunities and advantage in job search upon returning to home country (Kelo, Teichler & Waechter, 2006; 
Lanzendorf, 2006). Other motives to study abroad were indicated: personal development, ideas search and lack of 
opportunities in particular sphere in home country (Waechter & Maiworm, 2006). 
Talking  about  motivation  the  definition  of  Ryan and Deci  is  used  –  those  factors  and causes,  which  led  to  the  
beginning of behavioral activity, supported and followed it to its logical end (Cofer, Appley, 1964). Self-
determination  theory  of  Ryan  and  Deci  addresses  the  issue  of  self-determination,  where  the  main  focus  is  on  the  
proper activity of human.  This theory postulates the existence of human capabilities and opportunities for a healthy 
and fulfilling life (Deci, 1980). 
The basic concept of Edward Deci and Richard Ryan’s theory is the self-determination (autonomy). 
Self-determined behavior is based on individual decisions about how to behave. Behavior is determined by the 
information from the environment and by the personality which perceives and interprets this information. Non-self-
determined behavior – is a behavior totally determined by physical or psychological causes, or environment. Non-
self-determined behavior can be called behavior-habit or behavior controlled by emotions. Also it is assumed that 
person has an internal psychological need for a sense of competence. Competence-striving is a force to act without 
any external reinforcement (Ryan & Deci, 2001). Competence and self-determination (autonomy) are the main 
psychological needs for the internally motivated activity (Deci, 1991). 
Basing on all above, main hypothesis is that there is a significant correlation between types of motivation and 
motives. The main aim of this research is to study the correlation between types of motivation and motives to get 
education abroad among Russian students.  
2. Method 
In this study 149 students from different parts of Russia at the age of from 17 to 28 (ME=22) of different 
educational backgrounds were asked (Table 1). 
126   Mariia Bokareva /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  127 ( 2014 )  124 – 128 
Table 1. Sample description 
Sex Age Total 
male female min max ME 
42  107  17 28 22 149
Firstly students were asked about intensity of their intention to study abroad on the scale from ‘definitely 
wouldn’t’ to ‘definitely would’, after which 118 student were selected for further questions. Then students were 
asked about their stage of activity toward studying abroad. 
A questionnaire-based survey was developed basing on Ryan and Deci's method of motivation type 
determination on the scale of general causal attribution developed by International Laboratory of Socio-Cultural 
Research. There were statements on each type of motivation. Respondents were asked to answer the question about 
their reasons to study abroad and mark each motivation type statement on the scale from ‘definitely not this reason’ 
to ‘exactly this reason’. This method allows to indicate leading type of motivation in the decision to study abroad. 
The second main method is based on secondary data from previous international researches on causes of student 
migration. The most frequent motives were generalized into groups of motives: undeveloped professional area in 
Russia; intention to emigrate; to bring knowledge back; to get cultural experience; to get diploma of foreign 
university. Students were asked to mark how each of these causes motivates them to study abroad on the scale from 
‘1’ to ‘5’, where ‘1’ is the least motivating reason and ‘5’ is the most motivating reason. 
And the correlation between type of motivation and motives were studied with the help of statistical calculation. 
3. Results 
As a matter of fact 118 of 149 asked students would like to get education abroad; those students were selected for 
further study participation. Among 118 Russian students who would like to study abroad 66% are not in active 
search of program; 12% are actively searching for the program; 8% are thinking over pathways to enter chosen 
program; 14% have found and already enrolled or actively enrolling. 
Basing on secondary data from previous studies on causes of student migration main motives were generalized 
five of them and specified how do they motivate students to get education abroad (Table 2). 
Table 2. Strength of motives to study abroad 
Undeveloped  professional 
area in Russia 
Intention to emigrate To bring knowledge 
back 
To get cultural 
experience 
To get diploma of foreign 
University 
M 2,66 3,35 2,48 4,69 3,87 
SD 1,58 1,63 1,62 0,65 1,23 
According to the results, the most driving reasons are to get cultural experience, to get diploma of foreign 
University and to emigrate. 
Then mean types of motivation in the wish to study abroad was calculated (Table 3). 
Table 3. Mean type of motivation in wish to study abroad 
Extrinsic motivation Autonomous motivation Intrinsic motivation 
M 2,30 3,64 4,17 
SD 1,04 1,15 1,10 
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According to the Table 2, intrinsic motivation plays the biggest role (M=4,17) in the intention to study abroad, 
less students relies on autonomous motivation (M=3,64) and least relies on extrinsic motivation. 
Also the correlation between types of motivation and motives was statistically calculated (Table 4). 
Table 4. Correlation between  type of motivation and motives 
Type of motivation 
motive Extrinsic motivation Autonomous motivation Intrinsic motivation 
Undeveloped  professional area in Russia ,20* ,23* -,21* 
To bring knowledge back ,19* 
To get cultural experience ,16+ 
To get diploma of foreign University ,18+ 
 Note: * ë<0.05; + ɪ<0.1 
As it shown in the Table 3, extrinsic motivation positively correlated with motives of ‘undeveloped  professional 
area in Russia’ and ‘to bring knowledge back’. Autonomous motivation positively correlated only with motive of 
‘undeveloped professional area in Russia’. Intrinsic motivation negatively correlated with the ‘underdevelopment of 
the area’ and positively with the ‘to get cultural experience‘ and ‘to get diploma of foreign University’. 
4. Discussion 
Analyzing all above, Russian students mostly rely on intrinsic or autonomous motivation in decision to get 
education abroad, it means that primary they want to study abroad because they just want it or think it is the best 
option to get education, nevertheless the most part of the sample is still not in active search of program. 
Studying motives of Russian students to study abroad some similarities and differences with results of previous 
studies were identified. 
The most driving motives to study abroad among Russian students are: to get cultural experience, to emigrate or 
to get diploma of foreign University. Reasons ‘undeveloped professional area in Russia’ and ‘to bring knowledge 
back’ marginally answer the question: ‘Why Russian students seek the opportunity to get education abroad?’ 
Comparing these results with results of previous studies, where students tend to study abroad primary for cultural 
experience, to travel the world and to learn the language (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001; Fan- sing Hung, 2010; Van Der 
Meid, 2003; Kelo, Teichler, Waechter, 2006) and students from developing countries -  to emigrate or to bring 
knowledge back (Lanzedorf & Kelm, 2002; Maiworm & Teichler, 2002; Bartel, 1979; Hunt & Kau, 1985; 
Schlottman & Herzog; Dreher & Poutvaara, 2011; Frieze, Hansen & Boneva, 2006; Kelo, Teichler & Waechter, 
2006; Zweig, Chen & Rosen, 2004), it is interesting, that among driving motives there are social motives of students 
from developed and developing countries as well. It can be explained as nowadays Russia is a country with the 
transitional economy, it is only moving in a direction of developed countries, so citizens are tend to satisfy needs in 
personal development (as citizens of developed countries) and needs in social and personal security (as citizens of 
developing countries). 
Take a look on the correlation between type of motivation and motives, extrinsic motivation has significant 
correlation with motives ‘undeveloped professional area in Russia’ and ‘to bring knowledge back’. It can be 
interpreted as undevelopment of some professional areas and lack of unique courses are those external causes why 
Russian students want to study abroad. Autonomous motivation has significant correlation also with motive 
‘undeveloped professional area in Russia’, in this case it can be understood as people who are lead by autonomous 
motivation after all ‘pro’ and ‘contras’ decide to study abroad because of undevelopment of some professional areas 
in Russia, they choose it as the best option. And speaking about intrinsic motivation, negative correlation with 
undevelopment of some professional areas in Russia says that it is not driving motive and cultural experience and 
diploma of foreign University have positive correlation with intrinsic motivation. It confirms the internal focus of 
motivation, ‘want’ over ‘need’. 
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5. Conclusion 
Concluding results of the study, it may be said that hypothesis that there is a correlation between types of 
motivation and motives has been empirically supported. In the study of motives specifics of Russian students were 
identified in the comparison with studies in other countries. 
The results of this study can be used as a background of further local and cross-cultural researches on factors of 
student migration. 
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